32                            INTRODUCTION

Ho never saw the North of Britain, hut the gray squalor
of the Clydebank, the groat industrial maw of Man-
chester and Liverpool, the slums, the broken families
are remembered oven in the apocalyptic rant of /era-
salem> where

Scotland pours out his Sons to labour at the Furnaces;
Wales gives his Daughters to the Loom,

The lovely poem at the head of Milton, beginning

And did those feet in ancient time
Walk upon England's mountains greeu?

is so intense a vision of a world other than the real in-
dustrial England that it has long been a Socialist hymn
of millions of its working people,

Blake was an artisan; an independent journeyman liv-
ing entirely ou the labor of his hands, dependent on
patrons in a luxury trade that was being narrowed down
to those who could please most quickly. He lived as
near the bottom of the English social pyramid as was
possible to someone not sucked into the factories. His
London is the London of the small tradesmen, the
barely respectable artisans and shopkeepers who were
caught between the decline of handicrafts and the rise
of mass industry. He had to live by hackwork for pub-
lishers, but was so independent in his designs that he
was forced more and more to engrave after others* One
of the reasons why he delighted to make his own books
is that he enjoyed complete liberty as an artist-engraver;
they certainly would not have been printed by u com-
mercial publisher. But his own prints went largely im*
bought. The stray copies of Songs of Innocence and of
Experience and The Marriage of Heaven and Ilett that
now belong only to the wealthiest collectors were of-
fered, often unsuccessfully, for a pittance. In 1809 he